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UN human rights panel votes down US motion against Cuba
The UN Human Rights Commission voted April 21 in Geneva against a US-sponsored resolution to
censure Cuba for human rights violations. The vote 19 against, 16 in favor, and 18 abstaining was a
major diplomatic setback for the US, since similar US resolutions have passed every year since 1992.
While US allies such as Canada, France, Germany, Great Britain, and Italy voted for the measure,
France and Italy refused to co-sponsor the resolution as they did in the past, leaving the US as the
sole sponsor.
Among Latin American members, only Argentina and El Salvador voted with the US. Several
African states that abstained in the past voted against the resolution. As a result of the vote, UN
independent investigator Carl Johan Groth will no longer be reporting on human rights conditions
in Cuba for the commission. Speaking before the vote, Cuban delegate to the commission Carlos
Amat Flores said the US embargo was the only example of massive rights violations in Cuba.
Following the vote, Maria de los Angeles Florez, who headed the Cuban delegation, said the vote
"has repaired a historic mistake and has ended selective and discriminatory treatment against us."
In his annual report issued in March, Groth said the Cuban government still silences domestic
dissent, but he placed part of the blame on the US for the negative effects its embargo has had on
the island's economy.
Many observers attributed the dramatic reversal as a direct rebuke of US policy on Cuba. Some of
the commission's member countries have been outraged by US attempts under the 1996 HelmsBurton Act to punish their businesses for operating in Cuba. Diplomats say the reversal also reflects
a growing belief that Cuba has been cooperating with international bodies and has sent signals
of change through its improved relations with the Catholic Church, the papal visit in January (see
NotiCen, 01/29/98), and the release of political prisoners in February (see NotiCen 03/12/98).
The Cuban regime's official newspaper Granma said the vote was a "very heavy blow to the
imperialist anti-Cuba policy of the United States," and ended the US attempt to enlist the UN
commission in its anti-Cuba campaign. The US State Department lamented the vote, saying the
commission members had "turned their backs on the suffering of the Cuban people."

Cuba absent but on the agenda at free-trade summit
Cuba's political status in the Americas did not appear as an agenda item at the second Summit of
the Americas held April 18-19 in Santiago, Chile (see NotiSur, 04/24/98). However, it was a topic in
press statements and in private talks among the 34 heads of state. Cuba was the only country in the
Americas not invited to the summit, whose theme was hemispheric economic integration under a
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Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA). Several Latin American delegates used the summit as a
forum to air their views on the reintegration of Cuba into hemispheric affairs, arguing that economic
integration requires the participation of all American states. Before the summit began, Chilean
President Eduardo Frei said the US embargo should be ended. "We are trying to demonstrate that
the embargo is not the best road," he said.
Reflecting the prevailing view among the Latin American leaders, Frei said Cuba should take
certain "steps," on such issues as democratic elections and human rights, to reintegrate itself. Latin
American leaders at the summit set somewhat vague conditions for Cuban reintegration and did not
specify exact tests or timetables of compliance but rather "steps" toward general goals.
Costa Rican delegate Marco Vinicio Ruiz, president of a hemispheric business forum, said the
Cuban situation should be considered in light of "signs of important openings," such as the
economic reforms and the papal visit. "If Cuba continues on this line, I think the issue should
be reviewed," he said. In sharp contrast, the US view, restated by Assistant Secretary for InterAmerican Affairs Jeffrey Davidow, is that Cuba must transform its political, economic, and social
structures. Davidow said the US wants Cuba to attend the next summit, but it was understood that
the US would have to approve Cuban compliance before supporting its participation. On the eve of
the summit, Cuban President Fidel Castro delivered his own "summit" message at an International
Women's Solidarity meeting in Havana, April 17. He also called for economic integration of the
Americas but one that rejects neoliberalism.
Admitting that his own 1960s model of hemispheric unity through revolutionary socialism had
failed, Castro said the Americas must reject the free-market model and the US hegemony that
accompanies it, while at the same time embracing globalism. Despite considerable talk of Cuban
reintegration and of a possible revolt at the summit against US policy on Cuba, the closing
statements made only vague reference to the Cuban issue. Davidow said Cuba came up in private
discussions, and there was some indication of a movement led by Mexico and Canada to seek
Cuba's readmission into the Organization of American States (OAS).
As for the third summit, to be held in Canada, Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chretien said he
would not invite Cuba because "there is no consensus" on the matter. Canadian prime minister
defies US with Cuba visit On April 29, Prime Minister Chretien completed a four-day trip to Cuba
during which he raised human rights issues with President Fidel Castro and signed a number of
bilateral agreements. While Chretien came away with no real concessions from Castro on human
rights and democracy, the visit underscored the close economic and diplomatic relations between
the two countries and Washington's displeasure at Canada's rejection of the US embargo policy.
Chretien is the first Canadian prime minister to visit Cuba since 1976. The prime minister has
been criticized by US officials for making the trip. "We have a respectful disagreement with the
prime minister on how to promote a democratic change in Cuba," said White House spokesman
Mike McCurry. "We do not believe there is evidence that engagement with Cuba has produced
any change." Chretien gave Castro a list of four prominent political prisoners, who have been held
without charges since last July, and asked for their release. Chretien said Castro was not pleased by
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the request but, after defending the Cuban legal system, took the list and said he would consider the
matter.
Cuban human rights activist Elizardo Sanchez told The Toronto Star in Havana that Chretien's
efforts on behalf of political prisoners might pay off because of the importance to Cuba of the
prime minister's visit. He said a deal might be worked out for the release of the four prisoners.
"We are delighted with the position of the Canadian government," Sanchez said. "There have been
more results in the short term by the efforts of the Canadians than in more than three decades of
animosity from Washington." The two leaders signed accords providing for cooperation in sports,
medicine, and filmmaking.
In another accord, Cuba agreed to pay US$8.5 million in compensation to the Canadian insurance
firm Confederations Life for assets in Cuba seized by the revolutionary government in 1961. The
agreement paves the way for settlements with other Canadian companies that have outstanding
claims against Cuba. Canadian officials lauded the agreement as an example for the US of "what
they ought to be doing instead of passing the Helms-Burton Law and placing an embargo on
Cuba." [Sources: Reuters, 04/17/98; Journal of Commerce, 04/19/98; Notimex, 04/16/98, 04/18/98,
04/21/98; Xinhua, Itar-Tass, 04/22/98; Spanish news service EFE, 04/16/98, 04/21/98, 04/22/98; Granma
(Cuba), 04/23/98; The Miami Herald, 04/14/98, 04/19/98, 04/24/98; Inter Press Service, 04/17/98,
04/25/98; Agence France-Presse, 04/19/98, 04/27/98; The New York Times, 04/22/98, 04/28/98;
Associated Press, 04/28/98; The Toronto Star, 04/26/98, 04/28/98]
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